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THE MIRACULOUS BIRTH OF MITHRAS 

BY 

M. J. VERMASEREN 

The series of scenes representing the heroic legend of the Persian 
Mithras opens with the birth of the young god. It is the only scene of 
Mithras’ childhood and some details of it may therefore not be out of 
place here where we are paying homage to Prof. Dr. G. van Hoorn 
who has contributed so much to our knowledge of child-life in 
Antiquity. The scarce literary evidence as well as the abundant 
archaeological material give us different versions of the way in 
which Mithras came into the world and it is hardly possible to 
reconcile the two i). 

In the Yasht 10, the hymn of the recent Avesta, in which Mithras 
is specially invoked, the Persian god of light appears resplendent 
in a golden colour on the top of the mountain Hara berezaiti, the 
present Elburz in Persia, from where he looks over the whole earth 
of the Aryan people ^). 

This is not a description of a real birth, but this manifestation 
of the deity as the giver of light, pouring forth his largess every 
morning anew and, besides, the feminine name of the mountain 
were apt to lead to the conception of the birth of the god from a 
Mother-Goddess. Yet, the idea of Mithras as a son of Ahura-Mazda, 
the Knowing Lord, or as born naturally from a woman, though 
attested by some late Armenian writers, did not become traditional ®). 
Mithras’ birth remained an obscure affair: the principal thing was 
that he existed and helped anyone who lived in true obedience 
to his laws. 

Neither in the Western world did the authors conceive Mithras 
as a child procreated by a father or born from a woman or even 

1) E. Maionica, Mithras Felsengeburt, Arch. Ep. Mitt. Oest. II 1878, 33 ff; 
Cumont, Mon. Myst. Mithra (MMM) I 159 ff. 

2) MMM 1 160 n. 4; G. Messina, Mitra e la sua religione solare e guerriera, La 
CiviltS Cattolica 1941,5; 8. 

3) in general MMM I 160 f; G. Messina, / Magi a Betlemme e una predizione 
di Zoroastro, Roma 1933; Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, Copenhague 
1944», 155. 
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from a virgin i). Both classical literature and inscriptions declare 
that the god was born from a rock or a stone ^). Only St. Jerome 
relates that Mithras as well as Erichthonios had been generated 
I n lapide vel i n terra ®). 

The archaeological documents too show the Persian god emerging 
from a stone-rock with upraised hands one of which is holding a 
torch to bring the new light, and the other the dagger or knife with 
which he will kill the bull. This is the most simple representation of 
the scene and in this form often repeated with only slight variations *). 
It has been found in many Mithraea, but remarkably enough in 
Rome much less than in the Roman provinces, where on the so- 
called composite reliefs this scene more than once opens the legenda 
aurea of the god ®). It must have been regarded as an important 
event which remains, however, behind those of Mithras as the bull- 
killer and of the Mithraic repast. 

In the majority of the representations of the rockbirth Mithras 
is nearly always completely nude and wears only a Phrygian cap *). 
When he rises up from the rock lifted upwards by a divine force, 
he holds his legs close together in the same hieratic posture as the 
Aion, the principle of Eternal Time Like that of this god Mi- 

1) As is related about the Saoshyanty cf. Messina ox. 

2) Justinus, Dial, cum Try phone c. 70: "Oxav ol tcx tou MCOpou (xuaryipta 

TrapaSiSovTsg lx TciTpai; yeyev^cOai auTov; Commodianus, Instruc- 

Hones 1,13: Invictus de petra natus si deus habetur, / nunc ego reticio; vos de istis 

date priorem. / Vicit petra deum, quaerendus est petrae creator . Terrenus 

utique fuit; Lydus, De Mens. IV, 30: t6v TceTpoyev?) M^Opav; Firmicus Maternus^ 
De Err. Prof. Rel. c. 20, 1: Alterius profani sacramenti signum est debt; lx Tulrpac;; 
CIL III, 4424; 4543; 8679; 1435430; Xlll, 7369: Petrae genetrici. 

3) Hieronymus, Adv. Jovinianum 11 § 14: Narrant et gentilium fabulae Mithram 
et Erichtonium vel in lapide vel in terra de solo aestu libidinis esse creatos. Cf. Furt- 
wangler-Reichhold 111, PI. 137. 

4) 1 suppose it is superfluous to give a complete list of the monuments of this 
type. They may be found in the index of a Corpus Inscriptionum et Monumen- 
torum Religionis Mithriacae which 1 shall publish. Some examples: MMM II 
mon. 19 and fig. 32; mon. 62 fig. 58 (Rome); mon. 177 fig. 159 (Sarmizegetusa) etc. 

5) MMM I 159 n. 6. 

6) Also the myste who is to be initiated and to become a renatus, is nude, as 
appears from the pictures in the Mithraeum at Capua (cf. Minto in NSc. 1924, 
353 ff and figs. 10, 11, 13). 

7) R. Pettazzoni, Im figura monstruosa del Tempo nella religione mitriaca. 
Ant. Class. XVIII 1949, 265 ff; cf. p. 298 n. 3. 
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thras' sex is sometimes not indicated, his young body being concealed 
as far as his hips in the rocky mass ^). Already at the moment of his 
miraculous birth he is a youth and is seldom figured as a child. Very 
exceptional and extremely lively is the monument from St. Aubin in 
France, where the young child indepefidently steps out the rocky 
stone-hill (fig. 1). 

The rock is known to be a symbol of heaven like the rocky grotto 
in which Mithras kills the bull and like the vaulted spelaea in which 
the Mithraists held their ceremonies ®). Thus the light-god arises 
from the vault of heaven: he is TceTpoyev-yj^; or a deus genitor 
r{upe) n{atus) ®); the natura dei from a petra genetrix makes him a 
genitor luminis ’). The Sol invictus is a new light, whose natalis is 
commemorated every year on the 25th of December ®). 

In a picture surrounding the niche of the Mithraeum at Dura- 
Europos flames are shooting from the rock and even from the 
Phrygian cap of Mithras, who holds in either upraised hand a torch 
(fig. 6). This scene brings us probably to the origin of the conception 
of the rock-birth, which seems to be inspired by the experience of 
primitive man who made fire by means of a fire-stone. An important 


1) MMM II mon. 62; Fr. Behn, Das Mithrasheiligtum zu Diebmgy Berlin 
1928, 28 and fig. 27. 

2) Reinach, Rep. Rel. II480; Esperandieu, Rec. Gaule 111 458 nr. 2737. Compare 
a scene on a relief from Stockstadt dedicated by an haruspex (Esperandieu, 
Rec. Germ. 182 f nr. 283; Fr. Drexel, Das Kastell Stockstadt^ Heidelberg 1910 
PI. XIV, 7, 9). 

3) Porphyrius, De Antro Nymph. 5-6 (pp. 59-60 ed. Nauck; MMM 11 pp. 
39-40; N. Turchi, Fontes Historiae Mysteriorum Aevi Hellenisticiy Roma 1930, 
289 nr. 343); cf. MMM 1 160; Carcopino, Basilique pythagoricienne de la Porte 
Majeurey Paris 1927, 213; P. Boyance, Etudes sur le songe de Scipioriy 1936, 118 f. 

4) Lydus, De Mens. IV, 30. 

5) CIL 111 968. 

6) CIL 111 143542 ® (Poetovio): Naturae dei — ‘‘to the birth of the god’L 

7) CIL 111 4414 (Deutsch-Altenburg). 

8) Cumont, Rel. Or. 206 n. 3. 

9) Excavations at Dura-EuropoSy Report of Seventh and Eighth SeasonSy Harvard 
1939, 106; Du Mesnil du Buisson, Le nouveau Mithreum de Doura-Europos en 
Syrky Gazette des Beaux Arts 1935,11 and fig. 10. 

10) Compare the flames shooting out from the egg-halfs on'^the relief showing 
the birth of Mithras-Phanes at Modena (Fr. Cumont, Mithra et VOrphisme, 
RHR CIX, 1934, 63 ff; M. P. Nilsson, The Syncretistic Relief at Modenay Symb. 
Osl. XXIV, 1945, 1 ff). 
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text of the poet Prudentius points in this direction, for in a hymnus 
ad incensum lucernae he praises Christ, because He learned us incussu 
silicis lamina saxigeno semine qaaerere. It is remarkable that the 
Christian writer uses the same word saxigenus that is also used 
to indicate Mithras himself. 

But at the same time the rock was conceived as the earth ^). 
We saw how the Iranian description of the appearance of the god 
could lead to this view Besides, there is the figure of Shamash, the 
Babylonian sun-god with whom Mithras certainly was identified ; 
he appears in the morning just as the Persian god on the top of the 
mountain. The representations of this deity contributed to the same 
conception of the god emerging from the mountain itself ^). 

Moreover, many statues show a serpent coiled round the rock ®) 
which often has a conical form and resembles the omphalos ®). 

1) Prudentius, Cathem, V, 5-10 (p. 25 ed, Lavarenne) cf. Arnobius, Adv. Nat. 
VII, 50 (p. 410 ed. Marchesi). 

2) The same view is accepted by P. Saintyves, Les grottes magico-religieux et 
dans la symbolique primitive^ Paris 1918, 123. 

3) P. 285. 

4) MMM 1 231. 

5) Fr. Saxl, Mithras, typengeschichtliche Untersuchungen, Berlin 1931, 73. A. 
Jeremias in Roscher s.v. Schamasch, col. 543 ff, where he reprints the hymn to 
this god (cf. Gray, The Schamasch Religious Texts, Chicago 1901): „Nachdem 
du die Gebirge iiberstiegen hast, iiberschaust du die Erde’^ and “Schamasch, 
wenn du aus dem groszen Berge herauskommst’\ Cf. Roscher, col. 546 fig. 7, a 
sealcylinder in the British Museum on which the god is shown coming out of 
conical hills; he is however on his feet. Flames of fire are ascending from his 
shoulders (S. Smith, The Babylonian Legends Ojf the Creation, London 1931, 20). 
Another striking example in Saxl, o.c. fig. 162; Friihes Christentum und spates 
Heidentum in ihren kiinstlerischen Ausdrucksformen, Jahrb. f. Kunstgesch. II 
1923, 82 f and fig.). 

6 ) MMM II fig. 183; 254 etc. 

7) F. Lenormant in D. S., s.v. Baetylia col. 642: “la pierre conique, dont la 
forme imitait celle du phallos dresse, tandisque la section de sa base rappelait 
le xteIc;, ce qui en avait fait gen^ralement le symbole de la reunion des deux 
sexes dans les divinit^s”. It is not possible to prove the bisexual character of 
Mithras, though it is remarkable that apparently his sex is sometimes not in¬ 
dicated and is still hidden in the rock (Cf. p. 287; p. 291 n. 1). 

8 ) Saxl 73 n. 5: “Darf hier an den Omphalos erinnert werden? Auch der von 
H. Gressmann, Hellen. Gestirnreligion, Lpz. 1925 Taf. Ill fig. 5 abgebildete 
schlangenumwundene Urfelsen des „Kronos-Aion?'' gleicht vollig einem Om¬ 
phalos''. Cf. infra p. 298 f. The rock on a statuette from Mithraeum 1 at Heddern- 
heim (MMM 11 mon. 251 1 and fig. 254) is certainly akin to the omphalos, “the 
place where the cosmical life begins" (W. B. Kristensen, Med. Ak. Wet. 
(afd. Lett.) 60, 1925, 13). 
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Near it trees are sometimes to be seen ^). The base of the rock-stone 
found in a Mithraeum at Romula (fig. 2) is perforated apparently 
in order to serve as a fountain. The fountain arises from the rocky 
earth just as in the spelaea or in their immediate neighbourhood 
natural sources are often found ^). Further and better evidence is 
supplied by a statue at Florence (fig. 3), where on the base of a 
representation of the rock-birth, the mask of a water-god is seen 
with a tube in his mouth ®). 

On some composite reliefs the scene of Mithras’ birth is often 
preceded by that of a bearded god who is without any doubt Oce- 
anus ®). Thus in the group of the rock-birth people could worship 
at the same time the four elements represented in other monu¬ 
ments of the birth as a symbolical group consisting of a serpent, a 
krater, a bird, and a lion ®). 

1 ) Behind Mithras, stepping out from the rock as on the statue from St. Aubin 
{supra p. 287), a large tree is figured (MMM II mon. 228bis, d and fig. 435 found 
at Petronell). 

2) Parvan in Analele Academici Romdne (S. II) XXXVI 1913, 57 nr. 23 with 
PI. VI, 3; AA 1913, 379 f nr. 23 and fig. 13; Saxl, Mithras fig. 155. 

3) The fountain itself was adored by the Mithraists as a fans perennis 
(CIL III 10462). 

4) According to an old tradition: Porph. De Antr, Nymph, c. 5. Many spelaea 
have been built in or near thermae (cf. for the Haedui : Em. Thevenot, Le culte 
de Mithra Chez les Eduens, Ann. de Bourgogne XXI 1949, 253). In general: 
M. J. Vermaseren, De Mithrasdienst in Rome, Nijmegen 1951, 108. 

5) MMM II mon. 102 and fig. 420. 

6 ) MMM 1 155 n. 6. 

7) MMM 1 161: “Joint a la torche, au coutau et au bonnet phrygien, il (le 
serpent) pourrait aussi rappeler aux inities la divinite des quatre Elements''. 
I suppose the Mithraists conceived the rock, the fountain, the torch, and the 
Phrygian cap as symbols of the four elements, the Phrygian cap thus compared 
with that of Attis and of the Dioscuri in which a symbol of the heaven was 
seen (Julianus, Or. V p. 165 B; Sallustius, De diis et mundo 4; Cumont, Symholisme 
funeraire des Remains, Paris 1942, 73, 208). But on the other hand the rock 
itself could represent either the heaven or the earth just as the snake too could 
symbolize the earth. 

8 ) There are many monuments in which this group has been represented 
(MMM I 103). New finds confirm this interpretation. In a cup from Treves 
(Wsd. Zeitschr. XXV, 464 f and pi. XIV, 12; Loescheke, Trierer Heimatbuch, 
322 and fig. 12; Koepp, Germania Roniana IV, 60 and fig. XXXVII, 1; Saxl, 
Mithras, 22 and fig. 61; Cumont, RA (S. 6) XXV 1946, 190 n. 3; Vermaseren, 
Annalen Thymgenootschap XXXVlll 1950, 22) underneath a representation of 
the Mithraic repast. In the mosaic floor of a spelaeum recently discovered at 
Ostia near an altar a snake coming out of a hole of a rock, a krater and a bird are 
represented (CRAI 1945, 415; Vigiliae Christianae IV 1950, 148 n. 28). 


Mnemosyne IV 
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As to the water-god it has been observed that his presence might 
possibly call to mind the story of the birth of Mithras at the banks 
of a stream i). The god was born by mother Earth symbolized by 
the petra genetrix, and it was perhaps not an accident that the 
feast of the deus invictus took place nine months after the Hilaria of 
the Magna Mater celebrated on the 25th of March *). But this view 
was kept in the background. The whole story of Mithras’ birth, 
however, may have been influenced by that of the various deities 
in Asia Minor®) and especially by that of Agdistis*) procreated by 
father Jupiter who, cum obluctatus diu id quod sibi promiserat obtinere 
nequisset, did not impregnate the Magna Mater but the petra Agdus. 
And, Arnobius goes on ®), hinc petra concepit, et mugitibus editis 
multis prius mense nascitur decimo materno ab nomine cognominatus 
Acdestis. To the same story points St. Jerome’s text *) about Mi¬ 
thras’ origin in a stone or in the earth: de solo aestu libidinis. Clearly 
influenced by the miraculous event of Agdistis is Pseudo-Plutarch ’), 
who mentions Diorphos as a son of Mithras having impregnated a 
stone in the same way as Jupiter. The stone became pregnant and 
in the appropriate time it brought the young Diorphos into the 
world. 

The same group on monuments of Mithras’ birth: Treves (see p.291) and on 
the base of another monument found here in 1899 near the Thermae (Hettner, 
Steindenkmdler zu Trier, 1893 nr. 143; MMM II, 434 nr. 321 and fig. 378; Espe- 
randieu, Rec. Gaule VI nr. 4924, cf. X, 4924; Loeschcke in Trierer Heimatbuch, 
324 ff and fig. 6). 

1) MMM 1,162. Cf. Jahn in Ber. Sachs. Ges. 1851, 143 ff who also refers to the 
bearded heads in architecture and in fountains as indicating rivers. 

2 ) Zippel in Festschrift zum fiinfzigjahrigeri Doctorjubildum L. Priedldnder 
dargebracht, Leipzig 1895, 513 f; cf. MMM I 161 n. 10. 

3) Roscher s.v. Men col. 2750-1; A. Lesky in PW s.v. Men considers TreTpaelnf); 
as an ethnicon. Abundant bibliography in M. Eliade, Traite d’histoire des religions, 
Paris 1950, 208. 

4) PW s.v. Agdistis; Roscher s.v. Agdistis col. 767; s.v. Attis; cf. Eisler, Zu 
den nordkaukasischen Steingeburtssagen, ARW XV 1912, 310; Loisy, Les mysUres 
patens^, Paris 1930®, 94 ff. 

5) Arnobius, Adv. Nat. V, 1 (p. 253 ed. Marches!), cf. Paus. VII, 17 (10-12); 
I 4(5). 

6 ) See p. 286 n. 3. 

7) Ps.-Plut., De fluviis XXIII, 4 (Geogr. graec. II 663 ed. Mfiller); TtapdtxeiTai 

8s auTfp (sc. Araxes) Spo? Alop<pov X(xXoupsvov liTti Ai6p<pou toO ytqysvoO?, rtspl 
o5 (p^perat iaropla Totati-n;. MtOpa? 6i6v PouXApievoc xal t 6 roiv yuvaixtliv 

yivo<; p.ia€>v Tzirp(f Ttvl itpooe^^Oopev. "Eyxiioc 8k 8 XWoi; Yev6p.evoi; pLSTot toCx; 
wpiopiivoui; xP^vou? iviSaxe viov roiSvoym A(op<pov. 
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The bisexual character of Agdistis ^), and more his furialis libidOy 
however, were quite different from the attributes of Mithras. The 
followers of the Persian god venerated a strong hero, who already 
at the moment of his birth has at his disposal a bow, a quiver, arrows, 
and a knife, as is shown on a very curious monument from Rome, 
now at Dublin 2 ). A relief from Treves (fig. 4) shows the dog and 
serpent present at the birth. These instruments, weapons, and 
animals return on the scenes of the other famous deeds of the god: 
shooting water from a rock ^), hunting the evil animals or the 
bull. On the Treves relief the child carries in one hand the globe ®), 
and with the other one he supports the circle with the signs of the 
zodiac ’). In the corners of the monument the heads of four blowing 
wind-gods are represented. In the tympanum the relief contains 
further the usual group of the four elements to which are added 
a thunderbolt and an eagle. Mithras is the demiourgos ®) and a 
kosmokrator ®), the eternal sun which rules the different seasons 
of the year and brings fertility to mankind. 

In the group at Dublin also the two torchbearers Cautes and 
Cautopates attend at the rock-birth In full astonishment they 

1) According to Firmicus Mat., De Err. Prof. V, 1 (p. 51 ed. Heuten) the 
Persians and the Magi regarded the nature of fire „ad utriusque sexus*\ About a 
bisexual Mithras nothing is known (see p. 288 n. 7). Note however, that in Mithraic 
theology the Zrvan Akarana = Aion = Saturnus was appev607jXu(; {Mag. 
hell. II 110 n. 7). This idea was very common (cf. Reitzenstein, ARW Vll 1904, 
398 ff; A. D. Nock-A. J. Festugi^re, Hermes Trismegiste, Paris 1945, 1 20 n. 24). 

2) See my article in Ant. Class. 1951. 

3) S. Loeschcke in Trierer Zeitschr. IV 1929, 149; 163 and PI. Xlll; Leipoldt 
in Haas, Bilderatlas Lief. 15 fig. 30; Esp^randieu, Rec. Gaule XI, 54 ff nr. 7737. 

4) In general MMM 1 165; Saxl, Mithras 76. 

5) Mithras as a hunter at Neuenheim, Dieburg, Osterburken and Dura- 
Europos (Report Dura-Europos 1939, 112 ff). 

6 ) Mithras carrying the globe, cf. Vigiliae Christianae IV 1950, 144 n. 11. 

7) The zodiac surrounds two scenes of Mithras' egg-birth: relief from Borco- 
vicium (MMM II, mon. 273d and fig. 315; Saxl, fig. 159; D. Levi in Hesperia 
XIII1944, 293 fig. 18) and that at Modena (suprap. 287 n. 10). Sometimes Mithras 
as a bull-killer is equally surrounded by the zodiac (e.g. relief from London: 
MMM II, mon. 267a and fig. 304; Haverfield in JRS 1911, 163 and PI. XXIV, 1; 
Saxl, fig. 141). 

8) Porph.y De Antro Nymph. 5: tou jravrcov novryzo^ xal 7caTp6q MIOpou, elx6va 
9 ^povTe(; [a^Tcp] tou aTnrjXalou tou x6ap.ou, 6v 6 MI0pa(; l87)[xioupYYjae. 

9) Fr. Cumont-L. Canet, Mithra ou Sarapis Kosmokratoory CRAl 1919, 313 ff. 

10) CIL II 259. 

11) Like on many other Mithraic scenes. Nearly always they are standing on 
either side of the bull-killing. 
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see the god emerging from the rock. Similar, but not so lively and 
solemn, is the relief found at Schwadorf in Austria i). 

The two torchbearers seem to help the god at his birth in the 
scene of the fragmentary relief from Virunum ^). But they are un¬ 
doubtedly helpers on the very important relief from the recently 
found Mithraeum 111 at Pettau ®) (fig. 5). The sculptor carved it 
evidently under the influence of the famous Ludovisi-throne: the 
two persons in Oriental attire draw the god by his arms out of the 
concave *) rocky mass. 

Above this scene a bearded god is lying, who has the same ap¬ 
pearance as the god Oceanus in other representations. But, cu¬ 
riously enough, a flying Victoria approaches in order to crown him. 
Near him a dagger lies on the ground. 

On the relief from Virunum the same god appears above the rock- 
birth. His posture and his dress are the same as those of a figure 
on another part of the same fragmentary relief where the god evi¬ 
dently is Neptune with Amphitrite. Both figures are horned just as 
many other water-gods on the coins appear as bulls or simply with 
horns on their heads ®). 

The bearded figure above the rock-birth in the picture of the 
Dura Mithraeum *) is dressed more in Oriental way and lies on 
clouds or on small tops of grass-grown hills (fig. 6). In his right hand 
he holds a bent object, probably a harpe, and above his head a palm- 
branch is painted corresponding to the wreath above the god of the 
Pettau relief. 


1) MMM II mon. 231 fig. 209. 

2) MMM II mon. 235 fig. 212. 

3) Abramic, Fiihrer durch Poetovio, Wien 1925, I8I ff nr. 244 and fig. 128; 
SaxI, fig. 153; Hoffiler-Saria, Antike Inschriften aus Jugoslavien 1 , Zagreb 1938 
149 nr. 316. The monument was erected for the members of the staff {pro offi- 
cialium salute). 

4) The rock is concave too in the monument of the standing Mithras {Vigiliae 
Christianae IV 1950, 142 ff). 

5) Cf. Roscher s.v. Flussgotter col. 1491; P. W. s.v. col. 2780; M. Nilsson, 
Gesch. Gr. Pel., I, 221 n. 10. 

6 ) Compare p. 287 n. 9. The figure was interpreted by du Mesnil du Buisson 
as “une divinite aquatique, le Deluge” (Gaz. B. A. 1935,9); Cumont supposed 
it was Saturn (Pref. Rep. 106,3; cf. RHR CIII 1931, 39; J. H. Waszink in 
Mel. H. Gregoire II 1950, 639 ff.). 
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More obviously characterized is the recumbent god above Mithras’ 
birth on the interesting relief from Nersae i) in Central Italy: in 
one hand he holds without any doubt the fiarpe; he is Saturn (fig. 7). 

But how is it possible that at the same time Oceanus or Neptune, 
or in any case a water-god, as well as a god of heaven, dwelling on 
mountains and hills, are present at the birth of Mithras? Both are 
recumbent, both are bearded, both are dressed in the same manner 
and therefore they are difficult to distinguish. 

Already Darmesteter has observed that in Iranian literature the 
idea is expressed that „tout a ete cree de I’eau”, and that Ap^m- 
Napat was considered as the creator of Man 2 ). The same conception 
is found in the Bible where the primordial element of creation is 
water ®). Homer too says that Oceanus is the origin of all things *). 
In the already quoted hymn to the Babylonian sun-god Shamash 
the apparition of the god is described „aus dem grossen Berge, dem 
Berge des Quellortes des Ozeans” ®). Hence it is not surprising to 
find the personification of the humid element attending at the birth 
of a god by whose actions plants and animals come into being. 
But on the other hand the same dress of Saturn, who as Kronos was 
regarded in Greece as a god of heaven«), and of Oceanus seems to 
indicate that the gods of the waters and of heaven were originally 
one and the same. In Indian literature Varuna became more and 
more a watergod ’). The same view seems to be expressed in Latin 
inscriptions to Jupiter-Neptunus-Sarapis ®). 

1) G. Mancini, II culto mitriaco net territorio Abruzzese, Casalbordino 1932. 

2) J. Darmesteter, Le Zend-Avesta, Paris 1892, 11, 630 n. 82; cf. MMM I, 

155 n. 7. M. Eliade, Traite d’hist. Rel. 173, cites Yasna 65 where the Iranian 
divinity of waters, Ardvi Sdra Anahita, is called too “la sainte qui multiplie les 
troupeaux ... les biens_la richesse ... la terre ...”. 

3) Hastings, Enc. Rel. s.v. Water-gods; A. J. Wensinck, The Ocean in the 
Literatur of the Western Semites, Verb. Kon. Academie Amsterdam (Afd. Lett. 
N. R. XIX, 2) 1918; M. Eliade, Traite d’hist. Rel., 168 ff. 

4) llias XIV, 246; cf. Hippolytus, Refut. V, 7; Diod. 1. 12; Xpn)CTp,oi xtov 
'EXXv)vtxtov 0Etov c. 9 (ed. Buresch). 

5) Roscher s.v. Schamasch col. 545. 

6 ) DS s.v. Salurnus col. 1085. 

7) Hastings, ERE s.v. Water-gods, col. 717. The same conception in Semitic 
literature. Wensinck o.c. 9: “Jahwe’s “upper rooms” are in heaven; so heaven is 
called the place of water. This was the common idea of the old Semitic world; 
it is familiar from the Babylonian poem of the creation and it is to be traced in 
the biblical story of the creation”. 

8 ) CIL 111, 3637; cf. CIL VIll, 1002. 
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Like Oceanus, Saturn was, says Lydus, atTio? ^). 

Kronos, too, is often connected with childbirth because he was a 
god of time *). As to his attribute, the harpe, there are different 
explanations, but in general he holds this instrument because he is 
the divine mower with whom the aurea aetas begins ®). Hence he 
often has a falx and some ears of corn, and is called frugifer *). 

On the Pettau relief a dagger is found lying between him and 
Mithras ®). Though the Persian god is usually represented with a 
torch and a knife in his upraised hands, the dagger is now given by 
Saturn to the young god who will himself become a frugifer by 
killing the bull. Thus it is not surprising to meet him as well as 
Oceanus in the scenes of Mithras’ birth. 

Proof of this would seem to be supplied by a monument from 
Mithraeum II at Hedderheim ®). It has been made in the form of a 
temple like the relief with the rock-birth at Treves and is adorned at 
the four corners with the heads of the wind-gods. On the front side a 
simple representation of the rock-birth is carved, and on both sides 
of the statue the figures of the torchbearers appear. On one side 
underneath Cautopates the recumbent bearded water-god with 
an anchor in his hand is represented; on the other side, however, 
underneath Cautes with upraised torch the symbol of heaven, the 
thunderbolt, and eagle above a globe decorated with two bands and 
stars are seen. The eagle and the thunderbolt are also added to the 
group of the four elements in the tympanum of the Treves relief, 
but on the Heddernheim monument the inscriptions Celum and 
Oceanum leave no doubt at all that the Mithraists really conceived 
both gods as attending at the birth of the new demiourgos. 

As the Pettau relief (fig. 5) shows, Mithras’ birth took place 
during the reign of Saturn. This divine ruler of the universe is 

1) Lydus, De Ost. 22; cf. Aug., Civ. Dei VI1, 3. 

2) Cicero, Nat. Dear. V, 20. 

3) DS s.v. falx; s.v. Saturnus, col. 1084. 

4) CIL VIll 2666; 4581; 8826; and the coins with leg.: Saeculo frugifero in 
the time of Valerian a.o. The same epitheton for Saturnus-Aion (Arnob., Adv. 
Nat. VI, 10). 

5) Compare a dagger in the ground near Saturn in a relief from Ostia (MMM 
II, mon. 85 fig. 78; Amelung, Skulpt. Vat. I (4), 692 nr 569, PI. 74, and II (2), 
309 nr 1020, PI. 26; Saxl, 29 and fig. 84). 

6 ) MMM II mon. 255 figs 289—291. 
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crowned by a Victoria. In the Dura picture a palm-branch indicates 
his power. When later on the god transfers his reign to Jupiter, a 
scene often represented on the Mithraic reliefs ^), the Victoria gives 
the wreath to the new emperor of heaven, Jupiter. 

But Mithras himself also receives the palm-branch from the 
Victoriae *), because he is the deus invictus who as a victorious hero 
slays the bull and by this act becomes a creator like Saturnus. 

It is notable that especially on monuments dedicated by the pater 
of a Mithraic community a wreath and a palmbranch appear ®). 
Cumont proved that they are attributes which the pater will obtain 
after the victorious struggle of life *); but at the same time, 1 sup¬ 
pose they may have been the symbols for his high position by which 
he can give through the initiation a new life to the mystes. We know 
that the pater performs the same rites for which Mithras himself 
gave the example in the liturgic repast: the pater is the earthly 
substitute of the celestial sun-god Mithras ®). In a picture on one of 
the walls of the recently found Mithraeum under S. Prisca on the 
Aventine hill a procession of the representatives of the seven hier¬ 
archical grades approaches the father who, like a philosopher, 
bearded and in Oriental dress with the Phrygian cap, is sitting on a 
throne. The dipinto above his head proves that the pater was under 
particular guardianship of Saturn: Nama patribus ab oriente ad 
occidentem tutela Saturni *). This is confirmed by a mosaic-floor 
in a Mithraeum at Ostia, on which the attributes of the seven grades 
are represented. Those of the pater are a Phrygian cap and a magic 
staff, a falx and a patera’’). These last two objects are held by Saturn 
represented with the other planetarian gods on the podia of another 

1) MMM I 156f. 

2) Relief at Baris (Isbarta): CRAI 1947, 303ff, and fig. 1. 

3) Cf. my notes in Ant. Class. 1951, and in Meded. v. ft. Ned. Hist. Inst. Rome, 
3e R., VI, 1950, p. CXI. 

4) Cumont, Symb. fun. 482 n. 3. 

5) Ann. V. ft. Ttiymgenootschap 1950, 24. 

6 ) A. Ferrua, It Mitreo di S. Prisca, Roma 1941, 17. Interesting is an horo¬ 
scope from the same Mithraeum: natus prima luce duobus augustis consulibus 
Severe et Antonino XII kalendas decembres dies Saturni luna XVIII {o.c. 37 and 
fig. 18). 

7) CRAI 1945, 417. 
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Mithraeum at Ostia ^); likewise the planet-god is figured on a mosaic 
floor of a third Mithraeum of the harbour-town *). Here he sym¬ 
bolizes one of the seven spheres which the soul has to pass through, 
but still it is surprising to find exactly near Saturn’s sphere the 
dagger, which Mithras is to use later on, and which we found also 
near Saturn on the Pettau relief ®). 

This explanation of the recumbent bearded figure throws new 
light on a very curious relief found in 1908 at Salona and now in the 
Museum of Spalato (fig. 8). The relief is circular and its centre is 
occupied by the usual representation of Mithras tauroktonos with the 
two torchbearers and the animals. But this circle is surrounded by 
different and mostly very unusual figures. Above Mithras’ head the 
bearded god lies between the busts of Sol and Luna. Underneath 
the scene of the bull-killing is an amphora with on either side a 
serpent. Further a crocodil, a dolphin, a lobster, and a snail are 
represented. 

The amphora and the serpents are found on other Mithraic reliefs 
as symbols of the elements of water and of earth ®). But on the 
mosaic of the newly excavated Mithraeum at Ostia is an amphora 
around which branches and ears of corn have been arranged: ,,em- 
blemes de la vegetation que fait naitre I’eau contenue dans le cra- 
tere” *). The vase and the sea-animals suggest the interpretation 
of the bearded god as the Ocean who encircles our relief as he does 
Achilles’ shield made by Vulcan ’). 

But on the other hand by placing the god between Sol and Luna 
the sculptor might have meant Saturn as well. After having attended 
at the birth of the god and having handed over to him the dagger, 
Saturn is now a witness of the principal miraculous deed of his 
protege who by this rings in a new era of fertility. It is even very 

1) MMM II 256 fig. 91. 

2) MMM II mon. 84 and fig. 77. 

3) Cf. supra, p. 294 n. 5. 

4) Fr. Bulic, Quattro bassirilievi di Mitra a Salona, Bull. Arch, e Storia 
Dalmata 1909, 56f and PI. VII, 2. 

5) See supra, p. 289 n. 7. 

6 ) CRAI 1945, 417; Eliade, Traite d'hist. ReL, 170: “L*eau est germinative, 
source de vie, sur tous les plans de Texistence’’. 

7) Ilias XVIII, 607f. 




Fig. 3. Base of a rock-birth at Florence 
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Fig. 4. Rock-birth from Treves 
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probable that this interpretation of the god placed between the 
busts of Sol and Luna is the reason why in the acclamation of the 
pater in the Mithraeum of S. Prisca the words ab oriente ad occi- 
dentem are added 2 ). 

The very reason why the father of the Mithraic community had 
been placed under Saturn's patronage was that this planet was the 
mightiest of the seven ^). This theory, especially referred to by 
Diodor ^), was borrowed from the Chaldaei and lived on in the 
mysteries of the Persian god. But at the same time Saturn was 
considered as an old Sun, cold and slow ^). Not only the Persian 
magi but also the adherents to the cults of Mesopotamia, Syria, and 
Egypt celebrated the Natalis invicti, the moment of the birth of 
the light of the new Sun during the night of the 24th and 25th of 
December like the Christians®). The old sun died, the new sun 

1) Saturnus between Sol and Luna in a relief from Africa (Toutain, De 
Saturno deo in Africa romana culto, Paris 1894,38; Roscher, s.v. Saturnus, col. 
444 and fig. 4). The cult was here connected with that of the holy stone of 
Phoenicia {AA 1908, 226: Petram Saturni). 

2) Ab oriente ad occidentem: the usual expression for the orbit (cf. Cic., 
De Nat, Dear. 11, 40). Macrobius, Sat, I, 18, If, commenting the theory in the 
Somnium Scipionis (VI11) about the spheres: solem ac lunam et Stellas quinque 
quibus ab errore nomen est, praeter quod secum trahit ab ortu in occasum caeli 
diurna conversio, ipsa suo motu in orientem ab occidente procedere non solis 
literarum profanis sed multis quoque doctrina initiatis abhorrere a fide ac monstro 

simile iudicatum est .In the hermetic Cyranides, written in the Imperial 

period and containing many elements of the Hellenistic one, we find the term 
in connection with Saturn: Rex Saturnius quidam Kyranus in uno mundo muta- 
tionibus incorruptis et indefectis kelidrans et revolvens in circulo, vertens omnia 
ab eo ad occidentem, in septem arctibus, id est borealibus, tenens et movens cuncta. 
Some mss. however, give: ab oriente ad occidentem {ed, L. Delatte, Textes latins 
et vieux frangais relatifs aux Cyranides, Liege 1942, I, 45). 

It is remarkable shat Saturn was said to be adored principally ad occidentem 
(Cic., Nat, Dear, III, 44) because he had reigned there as a king (Diod. V, 65,5). 

3) A. Bouche-Leclercq, Uastrologie grecque, Paris 1899, 94f. 

4) Diod. II, 30,3; Cat, Codd, astr, VIII, 4, p. 229, 31; Mag, hell, II 377. 

5) According to Manetho V, 249, cf. Bouche-Leclercq 93 n. 2. General 
accepted was the opinion that he was humid, 

6) ‘HXlou yev^OXtov au^et 9 W(; (Fr. Boll, Griech, Kalender 1, Sb. Heidelb. Ak. 
1910, 16 and 40, note; Holl in Sb, Berl, Ak, 1917, 427 n. 4); cf. Cosmas Jeruz., 
Synag, (PG XXXVIII, 464); Cumont, Le Natalis Invicti, CRAI 1911, 292ff; 
R. Eisler, Das Fest des Geburtstages der Zeit in Nordarabien, ARW XV 1912, 
628ff; Cumont, Mithra et Dusares, RHR LXXVllI, 1918, 20in; La celebration 
du Natalis Invicti en Orient, RHR LXXXIl 1920, 85ff; Representation du dieu 
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arose ^), and in order to revive the light the faithful kindled torches 
or candles2). Other connections between Saturn and Mithras^) and 

alexandrin du temps, CRAI 1928, 277ff; Religions orientates, 206 n. 3, where 
other lit. 

1) Macrob., Sat, 1, 2: Solstitialis dies qui Saturnaliorum festa consecutus est 
PW s.v. Saturnalia, col. 206, were originally the feast of finishing ''die Aussaat”. 
The new Sun as the successor of Saturn on the Palmyrenean altar in the Mus. 
Cap. in Rome (Syria 1928, 129, and PI. XXXIX). I have the impression that the 
recumbent deity above Helios in the mosaic with the four seasons from Porto, 
is not Tellus or Tetis (G. Calza, La Necropoli del Porto di Roma neWIsola Sacra, 
Roma 1940, 184 and fig. 92), but Saturnus too. 

2) En Nedim in his description of the feast at Harran and a Syriac scholiast 
of Bar Salibi: ''Solemne erat ethnicis hoc ipso 25 Dec, die natalicia Solis celebrare, 
in quibus accendebant lamina festivitatis causa'' (cf. RHR 1918, 211). The same 
practice was followed in the Saturnalia, probably as a protest "contre les longues 
nuits, un appel au retour du soleil obscurci par les brumes dans la periode de 
solstice d’hiver” (DS s.v. Saturnalia, col. 1081); cf. Deubner in Neue Jahrb, 
/. Klass. Alt. 1911, 327; M. P. Nilsson, Lampen and Kerzen im Kult der Antike, 
Opuscula Archaeologica VI 1950, 96. 

The adherants of Mithras very probably followed the same custom during 
the feast of the Natalis Invicti, but positive evidence is wanting. See, however, 
some of the "Lions” in S. Prisca’s with their candles (Ferrua, Mitreo S. Prisca, 
25 fig. 12), but on the other hand we must not forget that the spelaea were 
vere castra tenebrarum (Tertull. De Corona 15). There are important connections 
with the Hanukkah-feast of the Hellenistic Jews called by Jos., Ant, XII, 7, 7: 
Ta cpwTa. Gressmann in Zeitschr, /. Kirchengesch. XLI 1922, 179, assumes 
it had its origin in the Mithraic religion. Compare O.S. Rankin in S. H. Hooke, 
The Labyrinth, London 1935, 161ff. It is very remarkable that in the original 
Oriental ceremonies of the Christian feast of Epiphany the commemoration 
of the birth of Christ is connected with His baptism (cf. Goar, Eulochion 453: 
p,£Ta t6 etTTeiv tov lepea ttjv 67rt<T0ap,p(«>vov Travret; ev tw XouTYjpi, 

TrpoTTOpeuofx^vou toO Ispicoq [xsTa XafXTrdcScov xal 0u(xiaTou. „So finden sich die 
Ziige, die das christliche Fest enthalt, in der agyptischen Denkweise zu 
lebendigen Vorstellung vereinigt.... etwa in dem Sinn, dasz bei der Verjungung 
der Zeit auch das Wasser, das Lebenselement, neue Krafte erhalten sollte” 
(K. Holl, Der Ursprung des Epiphanienfestes, Sb. Berl. Ak. 1917, 407) cf. Plut., 
Is. et Os. c. 12, 355E; c. 52, 372C. 

3) Epiphanius, Adv. haer. LI, 22, 8ff (II p. 285 ed. Holl): oti Taurf) wpa 
7) x6p7] TouT^CTTiv 7] nap0^O(; eyevvTjaev xov Alwva (cf. Macr. Sat. I 18, 9: 
veluti parvus et infans). The feast was celebrated with torchlight during the 
night (CRAI 1928, 278; RHR 1918, 209 n. 6). Texts about Aion-Sol: Delatte, 
Musee beige XVII 1913, 136ff; hymn to Mandoulis-Aion (Nock, Harv. Theol. 
Rev. XXVII 1934, 53ff); Saturnus-Kronos>Sol: Macr., Sat. 1, 8. 

It is to be observed that the figure of Aion has the same hieratic posture as 
Mithras in his rock-birth and is encircled by a serpent just as the rock. A bearded 
Oceanus with upraised hands and encircled by a serpent seems to confirm my 
opinion about Oceanus-Saturnus-Mithras. (MMM II fig. 150 from Sarmize- 
getusa). 
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even an identification of the two deities are to be seen in the feast 
of the birth of the new god conceived as an Aion, as the Alexandrians 
whose mysteries had relations with those of the Mithraists ^), con¬ 
ceived him. 

Also in another respect the resemblance of Saturn and the Persian 
god is interesting. In his Divinae Institutiones % undoubtedly 
influenced by the astrological theories of the magi ®), Lactantius 
narrates the origin of the world which was created in six days; in the 
same manner the world will exist for six millennia followed by a 
seventh one only with luck and rest. This last millennium was 
according to the Western magi that of the Sun, of Mithras-Apollo. 
Then, the Christian author goes on: „terra vero aperiet fecunditatem 
suam et uberrimas fruges sua sponte generabit, rapes montium melle 
sudabunt, per rivos vina decurrent et flumina lacte inundabunt; mundus 
denique ipse gaudebit et omnis rerum natura laetabitur erepta et liberata 

dominio mali et impietatis et sceleris et erroris . Denique tunc 

fient ilia quae poetae aureis temporibus facta esse iam Saturno regnante 
dixerunt”. Mithras is the new Saturn already at his birth; the killing 
of the bull opens a new Saturnia aetas; finally returning for the last 
time he brings new fertility and peace among men. 

The most primitive and the most complicated conceptions are 
combined in the story of the miraculous rock-birth of Mithras. They 
find their expression in the archaeological monuments, and these 
show that in general the Mithraists had everywhere the same doc¬ 
trine but that on the other hand some variations were possible, and 

1) CRAI 1928, 281; Damascius, jt. tuv IIspoixcov, ap. Suid. s.v. ’EtckpAvio?; 
Pettazzoni, Ant. Class. XV111 1949, 269. 

2) Lact., Inst. Vll, 24,7. (p. 660 n. 4), cf. Epit., 67 (72), 3 (p. 759,11); 
Bidez, Mag. hell. II, 374 f. 

8 ) Bidez, Mag. hell. II, 365. Cf. Claudianus, De Cons. Stil. II, 424ff. who 
describes a grotto in which dwells the Aevum immensum. The sun-god appears, 
takes from the different metals designing the corresponding saecula the golden 
piece and signs it with Stilicho’s name, who thus becomes the king of the golden 
year. Gressmann, Hellenistische Oestirnreligion, 18: “Der Sinn der Szene war 
demnach ursprunglich die Einsetzung des jugendlichen Sonnengottes zum Herrn 
der herrlichen Endzeit durch den greisen Schicksalsgott”, and supposes (Zeitschr. 
f. Kirchengesch. XLl (N.F. 4), 1922, 176): “man darf den Aion des Claudianus 
mit dem iranischen Zrvan und den Sonnengott mit Mithras gleichsetzen”. 
Claudianus und Daniel (c. 7)” mtlssen aus derselben Quelle geschopft haben”. 
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what in a certain sanctuary was the view about Mithras’ birth 
depended certainly in a high degree on the father of the community. 
Thus we find beside the rock-birth, an egg-birth under influence of 
the Orphic sect; there are even indications for a tree-birth of the 
Persian god as we hope to demonstrate elsewhere. 

As to the details we find the same varia¬ 
tions. The torchbearers Cautes and Cautopates 
are present at the birth; or else they are 
helpers; or they have lost their torches and 
become shepherds as in the Christian Christ¬ 
mas story 1). But, together with Mithras, these 
two torch-bearers form a trinity 2 ); therefore, 
properly speaking they must have been born 
at the same time as Mithras ®). In general the 
Mithraists neglected this difficulty; only a 
relief from Mithraeum 1 at Pettau *) at¬ 
tempted to give a solution: on the front 
there appears a bust and head with a Phry¬ 
gian cap above a pile of stones; the monu¬ 
ment was dedicated to Cautes (fig. 9). A 
similar representation bears a dedication to 
Cautopates ®). 

The weak point of Mithraism was that it 
lent itself too easily to syncretism. This was 
an advantage for its propagation in the 
Roman Empire; but when it came up against 
the Christian doctrine with its more and more 
fixed system, the Persian sect had to fight a losing battle against 

1) MMM I 162. 

2) Ps. Dion. Areop., Epist. VII (PG III, 1082): xal tlciti Mayoi -ra (j.vy)(j.o- 
ativa ToO -rpiTcXaalou MiOpou TeXouaiv. 

3) Cf. the three Suns appearing in Christmas night (R. Hofmann, Das 
Leben Jesu nach den Apokryphen, Leipzig 1851, 110; J. J. Mak, Middeleeuwse 
Kerstvoorstellingen, Utrecht 1948, 95, who refers to Thomas Aq., Summa III 
36, 3). 

4) Abramic, Fiihrer Poetovio 168f., nr 233, and fig. 120; Jahrb. /. Altertk. 
1913, PI. XXIIl, 2; Hoffiler-Saria, Ant. Inschr. JugosL, I 137, nr 295; CIL Ill, 

1435431. 

5) Abramic, o.c. nr 234; Hoffiler-Saria, nr 296; CIL III, 1435433. 



Fig. 9. Relief from 
Mithraeum I at Pettau 



THE MIRACULOUS BIRTH OF MITHRAS 


301 


the new and inspired followers of a God born from a Holy Virgin ^). 
These disciples of a new faith built their churches on those of 
Mithras; they placed the birth-day of their Lord on the same day 
as that of the birth of the conquered Invictus % 

Nijmegen, Stijn Buysstraat 68. 

1) In Mediaeval literature the Blessed Virgin is often compared to a mountain 
(Mak, O.C., 127; 83); Christ is born near a spring (Mak, 94); the whole of nature 
comes back to life at the birth of Christ, who is worshipped as the supreme Sol. 

2) O. Cullmann, Weihnachten in der alien Kirche, Basel 1947. 



